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By Wai/TER Libby, Ph. D., Northwestern University
During recent years the question of how foreign languages
may best be taught has been more than once submitted to in-
vestigation of a more or less strictly scientific sort. One
might mention in this connection Conradi's study of 1905, in
which he showed how poor may be the Latin vocabulary of
pupils who have been taught Latin one or more years by the
usual defective methods. Then, in 1906, Schuyten published
his investigation in reference to the learning of foreign words
—German, French, and English—in which it was shown that
the ability to recall the vernacular word on the presentation
of the foreign word is frequently two and three times greater
than the ability to recall the foreign word on the presentation
of the vernacular. In this same year W. A. Lay, in his peri-
odical on experimental pedagogy, attacked the problem of
direct and indirect language instruction by his method of ex-
periment, research and statistics. In 1908, Prof. O. Steinel
published his work on grammar instruction on a physiological
basis ; while, at the beginning of that year, Prof. E. J. Swift
put on record an experiment in the teaching of Spanish carried
on under his direction by Mr. William W. Hall, of St. Louis.
No one who stops to think of the amount of time and money
consumed in the teaching and learning of foreign languages
in our secondary schools, and our so-called institutions of
higher learning (in which a large part of the curriculum is
given up to the teaching of elementary foreign language), can
doubt the importance of the matter with which these investi-
gations concern themselves. It was with the hope of contribu-
ting something to problems arising in language instruction
that the experiment here recorded was undertaken.
The special purpose of the study was to discover the rela-
tive value of making the word or the short sentence the unit
in modern language instruction for different types of learners.
Naturally other matters, worthy of the consideration of all
language instructors, were brought to attention. In the con-
duct of the experiment we aimed at preserving as far as possi-
ble the classroom conditions usual in high school and college,
with the important deviation that each exercise lasted only
twenty minutes.
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The procedure was to place before the members of a class of
ten in experimental pedagogy an exercise in Italian consisting
of ten short sentences of approximately five words each and
ten detached words, i. e., about sixty words in all. None of
the class had previously studied Italian, though, as we shall
see in detail later, all had studied some foreign language. On
the first two occasions the exercises were written on the
blackboard ; for all the other tests the exercises were type-
written and put before each student. During twenty minutes
the Italian was translated, read aloud, written out by the
members of the class, and otherwise learned and taught. Eight
exercises were given in all. On the fifth occasion a nine-line
quotation was substituted for the short sentences; the pas-
sage was a very impressive one from the Inferno. Again, at
the seventh exercise, it was thought well to vary the monotony
by substituting for the sentences eleven lines from an opera.
This song and examples of the sentences and words will be
given later. An interval of one week elapsed from the begin-
ning of one exercise till the beginning of another, except that
there was an interval of two weeks between the sixth exercise
and the seventh. A certain procedure was adhered to so far
as rigidity did not interfere with the necessary conditions of
good teaching, such as the avoidance of boredom, the main-
tenance of interest, and respect for the individuality of the
students. It is intended later to compare the results of other
procedures with the results of the pedagogical method here
employed. We used the means that seemed likely to lead to the
most marked success.
Each exercise was begun on Monday morning, and, as
already stated, the students had the words and sentences be-
fore them for a space of twenty minutes. On Wednesday, at
the expiration of forty-eight hours, they were asked to write
down all that they had retained. Then the Italian was once more
placed before them and they were asked to write out a trans-
lation. Data were thus secured for a comparison of their
powers of free reproduction with their powers of recognition,
recall through association, etc. During the progress of the
experiment the learning process was discussed in class, and in
addition the students made two written introspections, one at
the time of the fifth exercise, and the other five weeks after
the last exercise.
About the close of the semester, four weeks after the eighth
exercise, all the Italian sentences and words were once more
submitted and translations again obtained. This was a crucial
part of the experiment and gave evidence, as we shall see, of
the superiority of the short sentence over the word as the
unit of modern-language instruction. The success of the mem-
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bers of the class in learning the exercises was also compared
with their previous record in language-study, college standing,
general ability, etc. Naturally, therefore, the experiment
throws light on the learning process in general, and not
merely on the specific question of method, which it was the
initial purpose of the investigation to answer.
Table I shows the results of the first weekly test, It seems
to call for separate treatment, because it was given to the
class without much explanation of what was required of them.
This manner of presentation was intentional. It discovered
the native powers of retaining images, and furnished a basis
of comparison of subsequent work in which the will to excel
played a more important part. The letters in the table repre-
sent the members of the class, of whom B, F, and G were
men, and the others women. All were seniors in college ex-
cept G, who was a graduate, C, who was a junior, and H, a
sophomore. The first column of figures represents the num-
ber of Italian words recalled from the sentences and separate
words after an interval of two days. The second column of
figures represents the value in per cent, of the translation of
the sentences at the same time, while the last column repre-
sents the value in per cent, of the translation of the separate
words.
Tabids I
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as she later recognized, was greatly aided in translation by a
special ability to associate the parts of the English equivalent.
She wrote, "In translation if I could remember what one or
two of the words meant I could recall the translation of the
whole sentence." This ability was particularly noticeable in
this first exercise, where the seven sentences attempted were
translated perfectly.
Table II shows the improvement in free reproduction dur-
ing the two months the experiment was carried on.
Table II
March




T'avea il cielo per l'amor creata. T'avea il cielo per l'amor creata,
Ed io t'uccido per averti amata! Ed io t'uccidopper averti amata.
Vedi?di morte l'angelo
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possible for me to memorize anything without writing it down,
—
in fact, it is impossible for me to learn any hard lesson that has
to be memorized in any order of ideas, without a pencil in my
hand." "The first sets of Italian sentences, which I tried to
learn by visualization or by an effort of memory alone, were
entirely new to me when we were re-examined in them, where-
as the others, which I had learned by writing them down,
were as old friends. ' ' She thinks she could never remember
which words follow which. Within the sentence, as the sub-
joined exercise shows, her memory for order is remarkably
good when she writes the work out. Once more speaking of
her way of learning things she writes, "The proportion of
them and the feeling of them impress me more than any-
thing else ; I can't describe it, but it isn't the look of a thing
alone."
Quando arriva il treno a Roma?
Vieue con me il piu presto possi-
bile.
Non feci nessuna attenzione.
Quantodebbo pagare pel servizio?
Come sta?Sta bene?Si, Signora.
Preparatemi un bagno caldo.
E Lei gia stato a Venezia?
II letto non £ preparato.
Faro tutti i miei sforzi.











Comme sta?Sta bene?Si, signora.
Preparatemi unbagno caldo.
Faro tutti i miei sforzi.
Quanto debbo pagare pel servizio?
Quando arriva il treno a Roma?
II letto non £ preparato.
Feci non nessuna attenzione.
E lei gia a stato Venezia?
Vieni con me il piix possibile
presto.










This was the sixth exercise, but J had studied only two of
the previous sets of sentences and words, and had not done re-
markably well in them. This splendid performance, after two
twenty-minute lessons in Italian, indicates the value of dis-
covering one's own best method of learning, perhaps pre-
viously to any extended work in a new study. J's marked
improvement in translation, shown in Tables III and IV
further justifies our procedure, which emphasized the im-
portance of gaining a vivid image of the foreign words and
sentences.
H, whose record was by no means encouraging, seemed to
herself to fail because the circumstances of the recitation made
it difficult for her to use the imagery most congenial to her.
She is ear-minded, but no drill was given in the foreign sounds,
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and after the first few exercises no special pains were taken to
pronounce the Italian, as the class did not seem to demand it.
E says, ' ' In learning the words and sentences I found that
I could learn them better when I would spell them in a
whisper so that I could hear them." "I wrote the words
also, and spelled and pronounced them as I wrote, and I
found this very helpful." G writes, " I tried working on the
Italian alone and committing it by rhythm, and auditory,
visual, and motor imagery, but I found the method unsatis-
factory." "The most satisfactory was to learn the English
first and then get the Italian ; ask about any particularly hard
part as this seemed to fix the words ; and then as quickly as I
could after class reproduce all I could remember in writing
and commit it thoroughly." Another member of the class, I,
"learned the exercises by visual and auditory imagery, more
easily when the two were combined."
The Tables that follow, III, IV, V, and VI, serve to
show how these learners of various types succeeded in learn-
ing the translation of the Italian words and sentences, and
how their power of retaining the latter compared with that of
retaining the former. Table III gives the percentage values
of the translation of the sentences made by the class two days
after the first sight of each exercise.
Tabi,e III
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Table IV
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words, such methods as arranging them in a sentence (when
it really became learning sentences or ideas), arranging them
in alphabetical order," etc. Still another student, I, writes,
"In learning the separate words, I found, at the time of our
review, that I could not recall some of them, while it was not
difficult to recall the sentences entire ; in other words, I could
learn a whole sentence and remember it much better than one
isolated word. So were I to learn any new language, I should
certainly do so, not by cramming a lot of unrelated words into
my brain, but by words connected in meaning in sentences."
The range of individual differences was as marked a feature
of the final test as of the rest of the experiment. Below are
given the translations by A and H of the eighth exercise four
weeks after it was first presented.
Exercise VIII
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realize how complex is the instrument on which the instructor
of even a small class attempts to play. Some of these differ-
ences are undoubtedly inborn, while others are the result of
previous experience.
Swift, in the experiment already referred to, paid special
attention to the effect on the learning of Spanish prose com-
position of previous school work in German and Latin. He
recognized an initial advantage, which did not vanish during
the limited time the investigation was in progress, on the part
of those who had been taught other languages before taking
up Spanish. He does not explain this advantage as the effect
of language discipline in general, but says, "It cannot be
doubted that the substance of information carried over from
Latin or German would give beginners in a new foreign lan-
guage a decided lead over classmates who were receiving their
first introduction to work of this sort." The students in my
experiment were conscious of the effect of their previous work
in language on their ability to learn Italian. A says, "I keep
the English equivalent—and the French or Latin, if that is
nearer—in mind." She also made use of all the grammar she
could construct for herself from the examples. B writes,
"Undoubtedly my experience with other languages helped
me greatly, especially Latin and French. At times, except
for the spelling, it would seem to me that I was translating
Latin or French." In C's exercises I frequently found the
French equivalent substituted for the Italian word. She was
taking a course in French at the time the experiment was in
progress. On the other hand H felt the lack of previous ex-
perience in language study and she wrote, ' ' The exercises
were hard for me at all times because I have never taken much
language work, therefore it is impossible for me to see the deri-
'
vation of the words, or to associate them with other transla-
tions." What she felt she lacked, and what the others were
conscious of availing themselves of, was naturally what could
be described as "substance of information."
Table VII represents the number of years spent in the
study of foreign language by the members of the class at high
school and college. The grade of work done at college is in-
dicated by the letters a, b, and c. The figures following these
letters show the number of semester-courses.
A careful consideration of this table reveals that as far as
their experience in the study of foreign language is concerned,
the members of the class rank as follows : A, B, J, E, C, G,
D, F, I, H. To what extent this order corresponds to that of
the excellence of the students in the learning of the Italian
exercises we shall see more definitely by and by. In the
meantime it is manifest that however important imagery may
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Tabu* VII
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to relieve the monotony, or rather to anticipate it. The effect
can be traced in the tables. As a rule, the short sentences
were such as might be of value to travellers in Italy. One of
the members of the class writes, " Sometimes, if there was
presented a nice little conversational sentence, I would say it
in Italian to my friends—as : Che mi consigliate di fare ?
Such remained longer by me than the rest." B says on this
point, "Some lessons, furthermore, were more readily memo-
rized than others, such, for example, as the selection from the
opera, and certain common but very useful sentences, as II
treno e in ritardo, etc. Here it is undoubtedly true that inter-
est plays a very important part in my learning process.
Where this feature was lacking, it was necessary to resort to
will power ; this was only necessary, however, in two or three
cases and then, I believe, interest failed solely from physio-
logical reasons. I found it quite possible to memorize the
Italian of every lesson, but the less interesting it was, the
greater effort it required." "Of course the shortness of the
exercises prevented the interest from flagging. " A says, "I
doubt whether I could have studied much longer than twenty
minutes at a time as hard as I did." This student also notes,
"I remember some of the unusual constructions best, because
I paid most attention to them. I forgot some of the most
natural words and constructions, because they were so natural
that I did not pay particular attention to them."
In Table IX a summary is made of the main results of this
investigation. By it we are enabled to compare the students
at a glance in the following respects : general college record
(C. R. ), grade in experimental pedagogy determined largely
by a thesis (T. ) , free imagery of the Italian on the first trial of
all (I.), average record in free reproduction after a two days'
interval (A. R. ), translation of the sentences after a two days'
interval (T. S.), translation of the words after a two days' in-
terval (T. W.), retention of the sentences (R. S.), retention
of the words (R. W. ), experience in foreign language study
(F. L.). For the students' grades in the thesis work only
four numbers were used ; except in this instance the figures
represent the order of excellence in the class.
The investigation increases my confidence in the value of
the general college record, and leads me to believe that a
study such as this is capable of yielding simple means for de-
termining general ability. The degree of vividness of the
imagery, whether it be visual, motor, auditory, or of a mixed
type, is a factor of the first importance in the learning process.
Subsequent experiment with the exclusive use of this or that
type of imagery will determine whether with a heterogeneous
class a better average result can be obtained than in this ex-
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periment, in which we aimed at reproducing the classroom
conditions as nearly as possible, under the limitations already-
mentioned.
Table IX
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to submit data for his consideration, to afford a scientific basis
for pedagogical skill, and so far as possible to make of general
avail the triumphs of pedagogical tact.
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